Abstract. The capacity of the primitive ant Ectatomma tuberculatum to discriminate between nestmate and alien conspecific larvae in choice situations in relation to worker's age, social status and early experience was investigated. Brood discrimination was measured in terms of behavioural acts (licking, transport, antennation). Only 2-10-week-old adults preferred nestmate larvae, as they specialized in nursing. Younger as well as older workers were unable to discriminate brood. Teneral workers learned to recognize and prefer nestmate brood, even if it was unrelated (adopted from an alien conspecific colony). The familiarization learning was always very labile, however. A temporary estrangement from brood was enough for a worker to lose either the template of recognition cues, or the capacity to display preferential behaviour.
In ants, colony members are generally able to identify nestmates, even when they belong to an alien conspecific nest; however, although they react aggressively to unfamiliar adults, they are often more tolerant towards unfamiliar brood. Larvae and pupae are readily accepted between conspecific nests (Haskins & Haskins 1950; Errard 1984) and sometimes between allospecific nests (Elmes & Wardlaw 1983; Plateaux 1985; Goodloe & Topoff 1987) . Nevertheless, adoption of unfamiliar brood does not preclude preference for nestmate brood, as revealed by choice situations.
Such a discrimination ability has been documented among socially advanced species (see reviews by Jaisson 1985 Jaisson , 1991 Isingrini & Lenoir 1986; Breed & Bennett 1987; Carlin 1988) . Only a few primitive species have been investigated, however, and results seem contradictory. In Nothomyrmecia macrops (Nothomyrmeciinae), workers preferentially lick non-nestmate larvae (Jaisson et al. 1992) ; and within the Ectatommini tribe (Ponerinae), Rhytidoponera confusa workers are unable to discriminate nestmate from nonnestmate conspecific brood (Crosland 1988), whereas distinct bioassays applied to Ectatomma tuberculatum demonstrated that discrimination capacity depends on social status (in contrast to foragers, nurses showed a clear preference for both nestmate larvae and pupae: Fénéron & Jaisson 1992). Such brood discrimination related to subcaste has been reported recently in two other species belonging to a socially advanced subfamily: Formicoxenus provancheri and Myrmica incompleta (Lenoir et al. 1992) .
As the division of labour in ants is partly based on age (Hölldobler & Wilson 1990 ), discrimination may be strictly correlated with worker's age. It is known in E. tuberculatum that callows remain inactive, then specialize in nursing and domestic activities, and finally forage outside the nest after the second or third month of the imaginal life (Champalbert 1986; Dejean et al. 1989; Fénéron et al. 1989; Fénéron 1993) . This behavioural development, however, may be accelerated by experimental conditions such as intraspecific adoptions: adopted workers forage earlier at approximately 1·5 months old (Fénéron 1993). Our first aim in our study was to investigate the ontogeny of nestmatebrood discrimination in E. tuberculatum. By comparing the ontogeny of adopted and non-adopted workers, we could determine whether the discrimination capacity is strictly related to workers' age or depends on their social status.
The 'artificial mixed colonies' method is also relevant for exploring the mechanisms involved in nestmate discrimination (Jaisson 1980) . We used this method to set up artificial colonies which contained ants from different conspecific nests. 
